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Abstract

This paper examines the figure of the wicked stepmother in selected Grimm fairy tales like Cinderella,
Snow White, and Hansel and Gretel, through the lens of Jungian psychoanalysis. Challenging the
conventional reading of the stepmother as a straightforward literary villain, this study argues that she
functions as a psychologically necessary trigger for the protagonist's ego development and individuation.
Drawing on Carl Jung's concepts of the Shadow, the Great Mother archetype, and the individuation
process, as well as Erich Neumann's theory of the Uroboric stage and Bruno Bettelheim's psychoanalytic
reading of fairy tales, the paper demonstrates that the stepmother's cruelty serves a structural and
psychological purpose which lies in the rupture of the state of participation mystique between child and
mother. This rupture introduces the child into the Reality Principle and compels the emergence of an
autonomous ego. The complementary absence of the father figure, read as a failure of the Logos, creates
the psychic space necessary for this individuation to take place. The paper concludes that without the
stepmother's antagonism, there can be no hero.

Keywords: Jungian psychoanalysis, fairy tales, individuation, Shadow archetype, stepmother, Grimm,
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1. Introduction

The fairy tale has long been dismissed as a genre of simple moral instruction . Yet as Marie-Louise
von Franz, one of Jung's foremost collaborators, insists, fairy tales are far more than didactic tools. They
are, in her formulation, the 'purest and simplest expression of collective unconscious psychic processes'
(von Franz 1). This psychoanalytic perspective invites a fundamentally different reading of the genre's
most familiar figures and none is more misread than the wicked stepmother.

Every narrative of Grimm follows a recognisable pattern i.e., a good mother dies, a cruel stepmother
arrives, and the protagonist is thrust into suffering, exile, and eventual triumph. The stepmother is almost
universally read as the obstacle the protagonist must overcome. This paper proposes a counter-reading
where the stepmother is not an obstacle but a necessity. She is the wound through which growth becomes
possible.

Applying Carl Jung's theory of individuation which is the lifelong psychological process by which a
person differentiates their ego from the unconscious and moves toward psychological wholeness , this
paper argues that the wicked stepmother functions as the primary agent of this process in three canonical
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Grimm tales: Cinderella, Snow White, and Hansel and Gretel. Her entry into the narrative marks the end
of the protagonist's psychological infancy and the beginning of the difficult, necessary journey toward
selfhood. Far from being the villain of these tales, she is their indispensable engine.

2. Jung, Individuation, and the Archetype of the Terrible Mother

Carl Jung understood the human psyche as structured around the tension between the conscious ego
and the unconscious. Individuation is the process by which the ego gradually separates from the
unconscious, integrates its Shadow (the repressed, darker aspects of the self and moves toward a unified
psychic wholeness Jung called the Self. This process requires confrontation, rupture, and loss as Jung
words,

But if the individuation process is made conscious, consciousness must confront the unconscious
and a balance between the opposites must be found" (Jung, CW 11, par. 755).

Central to this framework is Erich Neumann's developmental model, which posits that the earliest
stage of ego-consciousness is what he terms the 'Uroboric' phase. In this stage, the child's ego is not yet
differentiated from the world around it; there is no clear boundary between self and mother, self and
environment. The child exists in a state Jung called participation mystique i.e., a pre-individual fusion
with the maternal. This is a necessary stage of development but it must be surpassed. The ego that never
differentiates from the mother remains infantile, unable to face reality on its own terms.

Jung's concept of the Great Mother archetype is equally essential here. The Great Mother, as Jung
and Neumann both elaborate, has a dual nature. She is at once the nurturing, life-giving mother and also
the devouring, terrible mother. In the psychic economy of the developing child, these two aspects cannot
be held simultaneously. The child's ego is not yet strong enough to reconcile the mother who feeds with
the mother who frustrates and disciplines. The psyche therefore performs a splitting where the good mother
is preserved intact and idealised, while all her negative, restrictive, and frightening qualities are projected
outward onto another figure. In fairy tales, that figure is the stepmother.

Bruno Bettelheim, though working primarily within a Freudian framework, identifies this same
mechanism in The Uses of Enchantment. The fantasy of the wicked stepmother, he argues, serves a vital
psychological function for the child reader:

The fantasy of the wicked stepmother not only preserves the good mother intact, it also
prevents having to feel guilty about one's angry thoughts and wishes about her — a guilt
which would seriously interfere with the good relation to Mother. (Bettelheim 69)

This paper extends Bettelheim's insight beyond its Freudian limits. Where Bettelheim sees the
stepmother primarily as a device that protects the child's ambivalent feelings toward the biological mother,
a Jungian reading reveals something more dynamic i.e., the stepmother does not merely contain the child's
negative projections ,she actively mobilises them.
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3. Cinderella, the Stepmother and the Rupture of Participation Mystique

In Cinderella, the biological mother's death is the narrative's first and most significant
psychological event. It marks the end of the Uroboric. The arrival of the stepmother and her daughters
does not merely replace warmth with cruelty but also introduces, for the first time, a world that is
indifferent to Cinderella's needs and hostile to her existence.

This is, in Jungian terms, the introduction of the Reality Principle. The child discovers that the world
does not revolve around her desires. The stepmother's demands which are the sorting of lentils from ash,
the endless domestic labour, the prohibition on attending the ball are not simply acts of cruelty. They are
the first experiences of a world that requires something from the protagonist rather than merely giving to
her. Without this adversity, Cinderella would have no occasion to develop the discernment, patience, and
inner resourcefulness that the tale ultimately rewards.

The famous task of sorting lentils from ash deserves particular attention as a symbol of emerging
ego-consciousness. Sorting ,the act of distinguishing, separating, and ordering is precisely the cognitive
and psychic work of individuation. The ego individuates by learning to differentiate self from world, desire
from duty, good from ill. Cinderella, aided by the doves her mother has sent, performs this task not once
but twice, and each time with greater speed and competence. The stepmother's impossible demand has,
paradoxically, accelerated the very development she sought to suppress.

The stepmother's envy, directed not at Cinderella's goodness but at her beauty also carries
psychological significance. In Jungian terms, the stepmother's narcissism represents the Shadow energy
that the protagonist must encounter and ultimately transcend. The Queen's obsession with her own
supremacy (‘the fairest of them all') is the voice of an ego that has refused to individuate and that has
remained fixated on the infantile demand for absolute primacy. Cinderella's triumph is therefore not
merely a social triumph but a psychic one.

4. Snow White, the Shadow, the Mirror and the Emergence of the Self

If Cinderella is the tale of a protagonist driven outward into the world by her stepmother's cruelty,
Snow White is the tale of a protagonist driven inward, toward the discovery of an interior life capable of
withstanding the Shadow's assault. The Evil Queen is, in both narrative and psychological terms, the most
fully realised stepmother-as-Shadow in the Grimm canon.

The Queen's defining attribute is her mirror , an instrument of pure narcissistic reflection. She does
not seek to know the world; she seeks only to confirm her own supremacy within it. When the mirror
declares Snow White fairer, the Queen's psychological equilibrium collapses. This collapse is significant
because it reveals a psyche that has never individuated, that has never developed the inner stability to
tolerate the existence of another. The Queen is, in Jungian terms, a cautionary portrait of an ego devoured
by its own Shadow.

Snow White's flight from the Queen and her arrival among the Seven Dwarfs is one of the most
psychologically rich episodes in fairy tale literature. The Dwarfs, who inhabit the deep forest ,traditionally
a symbol of the unconscious, represent aspects of the psyche that Snow White must learn to navigate and
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integrate. Their underground dwelling, their rhythmic domestic life and their patient care of the girl
suggest a world of interiority, of psychological depth, that stands in direct contrast to the Queen's obsession
with surface and reflection. Snow White does not find safety among the Dwarfs despite her stepmother's
persecution, instead she finds it because of it. The Queen's cruelty is the force that drives her from the
court's shallow world of appearances into the forest's deeper world of psychic truth.

The poisoned apple which is the Queen's final weapon is a symbol of arrested development, the
temptation to return to unconscious sleep, to the passive, undifferentiated state of infancy. Snow White
succumbs, momentarily, but her restoration by the Prince signals the completion of the individuation
process. The ego, having survived the Shadow's full assault, is now capable of genuine relationship.

5. Hansel and Gretel, the Absent Logos and the Emergence of Autonomous Reason

Hansel and Gretel presents the most structurally complex of the three stepmother narratives, not least
because it adds a second psychologically significant figure to the analysis, the absent father. In Jungian
terms, the father represents the Logos, the principle of reason, order, and protective structure. His presence
in the psyche of the developing child provides the scaffolding within which the ego can safely differentiate.
His absence or his failure, creates a psychic vacuum that the child must fill through their own resources.

The father in Hansel and Gretel is not absent in the physical sense ,he is present throughout the tale's
opening but he is absent in the Jungian sense that matters most; he abdicates his function. By acquiescing
to the stepmother's plan to abandon his children in the forest, he fails as Logos. He does not provide reason,
order, or protection. He capitulates to the Shadow. This abdication is, paradoxically, the children's
liberation. The father's failure to protect compels the individual egos of Hansel and Gretel to forge their
own weapons of reason and discernment.

Hansel's strategic thinking, first the pebbles, then the breadcrumbs, then the ingenious substitution
of the bone for his finger to deceive the witch's blind touch represents the emergence of autonomous logos
within the child's psyche. He does not wait for his father to rescue him; he constructs his own rational
strategy for survival. The birth of this capacity for discernment and planning is nothing less than the birth
of the ego as an independent agent.

Gretel's transformation is equally significant, and arguably more dramatic. She begins the tale as the
more frightened and passive of the two children. Yet it is Gretel who ultimately defeats the witch not
through Hansel's cunning but through decisive, courageous action. Her pushing of the witch into the oven
is the tale's pivotal act of ego-assertion where the child who was once subject to a devouring maternal
force has now, through the crucible of adversity created by the stepmother's expulsion, become capable of
destroying it. The witch who mirrors the stepmother in her child-devouring hunger is thus overcome by
the very ego strength that the stepmother’s cruelty made necessary.

The tale's resolution is notably different from those of Cinderella and Snow White. There is no Prince,
no magical restoration of a lost world. Hansel and Gretel return home to find their stepmother dead and
their father repentant. The children do not need to be rescued; they return as individuated selves. This is
perhaps the most psychologically complete resolution in the Grimm corpus ,the ego, having faced the
Shadow in both its maternal and paternal dimensions, returns to the world transformed.
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6. Discussion: The Structural Necessity of the Stepmother

Across all three tales, a consistent pattern emerges i.e., the stepmother's arrival coincides precisely
with the moment at which the protagonist's psychological development demands a rupture. The good
mother's death is not merely a narrative device to introduce the villain; it is the symbolic end of a psychic
phase. The Uroboric state of participation mystique ,the warm, undifferentiated fusion of child and mother
must be broken if the ego is to grow. The stepmother is the instrument of that breaking.

It is also significant that the stepmother's antagonism takes specific, task-oriented forms in each tale.
She does not simply wound the protagonist and withdraw; she imposes impossible demands that, in the
very act of being met, develop the protagonist's capacities. Cinderella learns discernment through the
sorting of lentils. Snow White learns the value of depth over surface through her exile to the forest. Hansel
and Gretel develop autonomous reason through the need to survive without parental protection. In each
case, the stepmother's cruelty produces the very qualities that will ultimately defeat her or render her
irrelevant.

This dynamic adversity producing the capacity to overcome adversity is the structural logic of
individuation itself. Jung was insistent that psychological growth cannot occur in conditions of pure
comfort and security. The psyche requires friction, resistance and encounter with the Shadow to develop
genuine strength. The stepmother provides all three. She is, in the deepest sense, not the enemy of the
protagonist's happiness but its architect.

7. Conclusion

This paper has argued that the figure of the wicked stepmother in Grimm's fairy tales long read as a
straightforward literary villain is more productively understood through the lens of Jungian psychoanalysis
as a necessary catalyst for the protagonist's ego development. In Cinderella, she shatters the Uroboric state
of participation mystique and introduces the Reality Principle that the ego must learn to negotiate. In Snow
White, she embodies the narcissistic Shadow that the protagonist must encounter, endure and transcend in
order to achieve genuine selfhood. In Hansel and Gretel, working in concert with the absent father's failure
of Logos, she creates the psychic vacuum that compels the emergence of autonomous reason in both
protagonists.

In each case, the stepmother's cruelty is not incidental to the tale but constitutive of it. Remove her,
and the protagonist has no impetus to grow, no resistance against which to define the boundaries of a
developing self. The fairy tale, in this reading, is not a fantasy of rescue but a map of individuation and
the stepmother is its indispensable cartographer. She does not block the road to selfhood; she is the road.

This study opens several avenues for further research. A comparative study extending this Jungian
framework to non-Western fairy tale traditions where analogous stepmother figures appear in markedly
different cultural contexts would allow scholars to assess whether the psychological structure identified
here is universal or specifically Western. Additionally, a gendered reading of the individuation process,
examining why the stepmother is so consistently female and what this reveals about the cultural
construction of maternal authority, would enrich the analysis considerably.
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